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ABSTRACT
The Evaluation of Prescribed Learning Periods in Middle School

Patricia Heldt
2009

Action Researsh Project
EDC 587

The Prescribed Learning Period (PLP) is a period replacing study hall in which students
personal leanring needs are met. During the learning period students are taught math,
language arts, and other needed skills to enhance the students' education. Remedial,
challenge, and midrarrge classes are offered. The pnrpose is for all students needs to be
met at their level for one period of the day. The students may change groups as the
teachers deem appropriate.
These research findings determine the success and the futtue needs of the pro$am. The
findings demonstate that the PLP progrtrm meets the needs of Response To Intervention
(RTI). The purpose of both programs is to raise student's skills before they need special
education services. Their goal is for students needs to be met before they fail in the
classroom. Students and teachers at Clearwater Middle School participated in focus
$oups in an attempt to gain their insights related to the effectiveness of the program. The
questions asked determined what people like about the program, how it has helped
students, how it has been implemented, and how it needs to be changed.
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Chapter One

Introduction
CMS School, in a mid-western suburban town, has developed a plan to engage all
students in their learning. Study halls have been eliminated. In their place, students have a

Prescribed Learning Period (PLP). Teachers meet daily to evaluate test scores and classroom
observations aiming to prescribe an appropriate learning situation for individual students. Some
students will do advanced math while others will do remedial reading. The purpose is for
students' individual needs to be met as dictated by the Response to Intervention (RTD programs,
a special education program initiated by the U.S. government

in 2004. This government program

aims to assist students receiving educational assistance before they fail school. The Prescribed

karning Period fulfills the objectives of the CMS School's

needs and RTI's needs.

The drive for the program change arose because of parent and teacher concerns. A

committee of parents, teachers, and administrators met to evaluate if the school was meeting the
goal of providing quality education for all students, one of the main purposes of our school. The

committee prioritized the needs of the school programs, dreams for programs, and student needs.
The priorities identified were to provide accelerated programs, improve the use of study hall

time, and to better meet the needs of individual students.
In his book in 1995 Mcl-ean,Improving EducationThrough Action Research: A Guide

for Admiruistrators and Teachers,

The Practicing Administrator's Leadership Series, explained

that educators need to ask themselves
been done or is

if their school is doing something

because

it has always

it done because it is the best possibility for student success? After asking

ourselves these questions, our committee decided that the school needed to try something new

I

and improved.

The Prescribed Irarning Period (PLP) was developed by a committee of CMS School

staff and parents. The funding for it was approved for one year by the school board based on
support from the district's principals and a hope to improve student performance in the district.
The Prescribed Irarning Period (PLP) is a period replacing study hall at CMS School.

This is a period in which students' personal learning needs are met. Teachers evaluate grades,
Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) scores, Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA)
scores, and classroom observations to evaluate what students need to reach their

All

students in Minnesota must take the

full potential.

MCA test. In the spring, MCA's test student learning in

math, science, and reading. The MAP test also evaluates students' reading and math progress,

but is taken in the fall and the spring. There is the option for this test to be given to students in
the winter, which two teachers at CMS School have their students

do. The school district choose

to use the MAP test to evaluate student progress in one given year. The scores for the MCA and

MAP test go into the student file for teachers to look at throughout the students' academic career.
Teachers meet daily during team data time to discuss students' growth and possible needs
as determined

by test scores, daily work, and observed behavior. This information is used to

decide what subject each student will learn in their PLP. The information is gathered from
standardized test scores, classroom perforrnance, and teacher observations. Teachers identify
small groups of students who need further development of cofitmon skills. The period allowed
teachers to focus on this skill to expand a student's knowledge of it.

During the learning period, students are taught math, language arts, and other needed
skills to enhance their education. Each group will meet in homogeneous groups to work on
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remedial, challenge, and grade level curriculum. The purpose is for all students' needs to be met
at their level for one period of the day. This means that

will

have a reading class during her PLP that

will

if a child is having trouble reading,

she

teach her the specific skills that she is missing.

When this child is able to read with confidence, her scores are re-evaluated to select the next
subject area that would benefit her the most. This may mean that she works on a different
reading skill or is moved to an advanced math class. Her specific needs dictate her next PLP

class. Other students may receive an advanced math course for

a

month and then switch to

a

remedial writing course. Yet others may receive advanced classes for the entire time. The
students may change groups as the teachers deem appropriate with the goal of their immediate
needs being met as quickly and effectively as possible. The homogeneous groups that students

work in during the PLP period are flexible and change

as the needs

of the students change

ensuring that each individual's unique learning needs are met. As one student explained, "It is a

learning period made to help individual students in the subjects that they need to build on."
The only students not to have PLP in the school are those who are in both band and choir.

PLP is not offered to these students because music is offered during the PLP time. The PLP
class period is in place for those students who choose not to participate in band or

choir.

Parents

do have the choice to pull their child out of band and choir if they would like that child placed in
a PLP for a trimester.

This research on PLP proposes to investigate the results of the Prescribed Learning Period
on student achievement. James

Mclran (1995) explained in the article Improving Education

Through Action Research: A Guide for Administrators and Teachers that improved educational

programming in a school can result in acadernic achievement. The purpose of this research is to
n
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evaluate the effectiveness of the program through student achievement. Teachers and students
participated in focus groups in search of qualitative information.
The research will be used within the school to gain a perspective on further needs of the

program. It evaluates how teachers grouped students and the effects that it had on the school
community through surveys conducted by the school and focus groups conducted by myself. The
teacher focus groups met in grade teams during their team data time or before school. The

student focus group met during sufilmer school hours.

All

members of the school community

were also encouraged by the school principal to participate in the computerized survey organized
by the school program evaluation committee.
The importance of this program is significant in the education field because it meets the
needs of Response to Intervention

(RTI). This three-tiered government program

proposes to

reduce the number of students recommended to special education programs as well as meet the
needs of all students before they need to be assessed for special education services. Teachers

must document what, how, and why they are providing interventions using research based
methods (Bradley, Danielson, Doolittle, 2007). The Prescribed l-earning Period meets the needs

of the second tier where general education teachers work with a small group to improve specific

skills. The PLP period provides teachers with the needed time and resources to implement RTI
through a specific period set aside to work with students on specified skills. The purpose of both
programs is to raise students' skills before they need special education. CMS School
implemented the PLP program to meet the RTI needs of the school. The purpose of doing
research during the 2006 -2007 school year was to evaluate

remedial, and challenge needs of all students.

4

if

the program met the grouping,

This research evaluates how teachers grouped students and the effects that it had on the
school conlmunity through surveys conducted by the school and focus groups conducted by

myself. As this is a new program, the research was used to evaluate student achievement and
how PLP correlates with RTI. The purpose of both programs is to increase the level of student
achievement in the student body as a whole. This research evaluates if the PLP program has
done this.
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Literature Review
In an effort to raise standardized test scores, improve student performance, and
implement Response to Intervention, schools are searching for new programs that will improve
their school. CMS school developed a program that has not been used in any other school and
thus is not supported by research. The basis of the program is to build a school program through

quality school improvements, data collection, quality programming, team meetings, flexible
grouping, and Response to Intervention.
School Achievement
Schools where students achieve have a focus on their student's needs. They allow their
teachers to deal with the fact that students learn at different rates and in different ways (Southern

Regional Education Board, 1998). These schools ask, ".What are you doing to help all students

perform at the highest achievement levels and be ready for success in high school (Southern
Regional Education Board, 1998, p. 1)?"
Epstein and Mac Iver ( 1990) found that nearly every school has to deal with academic

diversity within their walls (Watkins, 2005). They evaluated the results of a Johns Hopkins
survey of 2,400 public schools principals around the United States. 1,753 middle school

principals provided information on mail-in forms or by phone interviews. The school principals
were surveyed on ability grouping, scheduling, team teaching, gifted programs, remedial

programming, school goals, and student behaviors. The principals answered the surveys based
on the experiences their school had. A wide variety of principals in different situations were
surveyed ensuring that the average middle school was evaluated. The results indicate that the
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majority of principals expressed the need for change to help students remain in school and
succeed.

It has been stated that Epstein and Mac Iver reached their conclusions by evaluating the
information that Johns Hopkins University collected. Although this research was done in 1990,

it is still one of

the largest and most conclusive studies done of middle schools in the United

States. The criterion for a middle school to be involved in the study was that

it included seventh

grade. The purpose of their research was to evaluate what school programs, teaching techniques,
and administration methods enabled middle school success. The researchers looked for

innovative developments that schools used to help them adopt and adapt to circumstances that
arise in their school (Epstein, Mac Iver, 1990).

The principals reported that teachers make decisions in their classrooms and schools
aimed at generating student outcomes that show growth and improvement. They have an

optimistic vision of what is currently happening and what the future will bring. Teachers enjoy

a

sense of who their students are, what they can do and what they are successful at in the

classroom. They also have the knowledge of formal assessments and daily observations to drive
change in their school and classroom. Schools need to provide opportunities and scaffolding for
teachers to make changes.

In

1997 Cabraal interviewed ten elementary teachers and found that

providing these safeguards and the opportunities for deep understanding of activities ensured the
continual and long-term development of instructional programs (Cabra al, lg97). Principals who
provided support for their staff rated their programs stronger than those who did not provide
adequate support networks (Epstein, Mac Iver, 1990). The key to this success was not simply

providing programs, but instead in how the programs were implemented (Hiller, 2008)"
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Data Driven Decision Making
The knowledge of how data is used within a school instills quality practices throughout a

system. The American Education Research Association analyzed information collected by the

British Columbia government survey from 1989 to 1993. The researchers did not list the exact
number of schools used but instead explained that every school in British Columbia provided

information for the study (Anderson and Postl,2001). The researchers found that how a school
used the data directly related to the success of the program. The main reason for collecting data

in schools is to improve a school; programs that focused on what students did well allowed the
students to excel (Cantwell, 2007).

In 2003, Green evaluated four case studies on the effectiveness of their student
assessments. What Green found was that schools need to collect and evaluate data throughout
the school year. The information should be used to change the educational program that each

child receives. Educators must ask themselves "'What are learners doing? Why are they doing it?
What do they understand about what is happening? How do they feel?" (Green, 2003,p.7).
The use of this information enables students to succeed at a higher rate then if teachers simply

look at the data at the beginning of the y€ar.
Educational assessments should be a positive experience for the students and an
opportunity for students to receive feedback as soon as possible. The feedback students receive
should not only be in the form of the students' individual programming but also include

information on how they did on the assessment. Students should know what they did well and
what they can improve on. This information provides the students with the ability to learn from

their performance while the teacher evaluates that performance (Green, 2003).

I

Cantwell (2007) found that when she compared her teaching of two college speech
classes, one focusing on building on student achievement and the other focusing on pre and post

test, that the benefits of the first became apparent almost immediately. Students were more

optimistic, were aware of their strengths and accepted each others' weaknesses. They also built
up one-another, had realistic expectations and participated more in class. The results
demonstrate the importance of using data to build off what students did well while implementing
a quality program that directly relates to the students.

Kessler, (2006) also provided evidence of the effectiveness of implementing quality
programs through the use of concrete data. She studied three years of teaching at a reading
program in a disadvantaged school. It was reported that the program conveyed to students that it
was urgent for them to learn the information, develop bonds between students and the teaching

staff, as well as fostering students with

a

joy of learning through high expectations. Students

were supported through meeting their needs at their academic and emotional levels, yet the

instructors always encouraged them to work hard at improving. In the second year of the
program the students showed two years of reading growth. The third year, with the third group

of students, the students outperformed the state average of
thern being proflcient and 467o of them being advanced

54Vo

proficiency by having 92To of

proficient. Kessler explained that the

program was based on quality teaching mixed with meeting the emotional and academic needs of
each student and proved to excel for all.

As teachers meet the emotional needs of students, a student's ability to improve their
reading is heightened. Baumgartner, Lipowski, and Rush (2003) found in their study of three
elementary schools in a suburban cofirmunity that when students were provided with material of
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their interest it motivated them to read. Their findings demonstrated improved reading scores
when students were grouped in flexible groups, had a choice of activities, increased their time
spent independently reading and had access to a large variety of materials. The authors explained

that the large diversity shown in classrooms means that a large variety of teaching materials and
methods must be used to reach all students. The student's personal interest must be met to
ensure that their interest in reading is sustained. Access to a variety of teaching methods and

reading materials will build students into life long learners. When these items were offered to
the students in the research school, their reading scores improved.

A goal of schools looking to

improve their reading scores should be to improve the teaching methods and materials offered by
the school staff.

The writing of school goals is important to those schools that are looking to excel in
academic testing. Focusing on basic skills, personal growth and development, and work habits
affected the curriculum offerings, instruction options and student-teacher relationships. The
greater the importance a school placed on high level skills, the greater the importance of active

learning and critical thinking skills in the curriculum. This led to high academic achievement for

all students in the schools (Epstein, Mac Iver, 1990). Ten percent of the principals interviewed in
the Johns Hopkins study noted that they had provided flexible scheduling, interdisciplinary teams

with corrmon planning times, and cooperative learning opportunities for students. The purpose
of these principals was to improve their schools along with their students.
Epstein and Iver Mac (1990) stated that the challenge that principals had in providing
school change was based on schedules, grouping and staffing. This was also expressed by Robert
Ruder in2002 article, Scheduling's Black Hole which researched how schools used the study hall
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period. It explained that many schools are looking for ways to change this period based on a lack
of student progress. Study halls have been used in schools to fiII empty periods within schools.
The ability to easily find teachers to facilitate them and to be run in any space enables study halls
to be easy time fillers in a school's schedule. By reallocating teaching assignments that are
generally given as coverage in study hall, schools can improve their student achievement (Ruder,

2002). In searching to improve schools, school staff must examine student achievement and
work to accelerate academic achievement. They must balance the need to achieve with the
ability to know how to do something (Southern Regional Education Board, 1998).

A key feature of middle schools is to provide teachers with

a team to meet the needs

of

each individual student. These teams minimize teachers' need. to solve issues with a student on

their own. Instead a working group may discuss and develop plans to meet student academic and
social needs. This team is able to review and coordinate programs while improving the
academics that are offered to students (Southern Regional Education board, 1998). Ten percent

of high achieving schools use interdisciplinary teams with at least two hours of weekly planning
time (Epstein, Mac Iver, 1990).
In examining the interviews of principals, Mac lver, and Epstein (1990) explained that the
primary elements of successful schools is to eliminate teacher isolation, coordinate subjects
taught, solve mutual problems as a team, plan activities together, and quickly meet the needs of

students. Implementing these primary elements allows schools to meet the individual needs of
students and teachers allowing the school to have academic and social success.
Peterson (2001) visited

fifty high achieving schools in ten states. The schools stated that

their experiences led them to high outcomes. They produced innovative programs using flexible
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gouping, flexible scheduling and interdisciplinary instructional activities. Ninety-two percent of
these schools provided the scaffolding resources for teachers to meet as a team. These included

having a corlmon team meeting time, off-campus team building activities and in-services that
promoted team development. The teachers on these teams expressed that they achieved more as
a team and were better able to

provide support for students because of the teams. This was

determined by what teachers observed in student progress and success.

Principals enjoy the positives of more effective teaching shown through improved student
test scores. They also noted that teachers quickly identified and resolved student academic and

behavioral issues (Peterson, 2001).

Grouping
Grouping and scheduling require thoughtful procedures to prevent labeling and
fragmentation for students and school staff (Shields ,2002). Student grouping should be based on
one or more concrete criterion and provide opportunities for students to work in both

homogeneous and heterogeneous groups. The success of groups will depend on the appropriate
placement of students. The placement of students should remain flexible with appropriate

instruction being directed at the group of students. The progress of the group should intrinsically
reward students.

After studying three elementary schools, Baumgartner and colleagues (2003) expressed
that students in heterogeneous groups are expected to work to their fullest potential. When
groups are made while thinking of a student's individual needs, students are given greater access
to learning opportunities that will challenge all students. The goal is not to meet the needs of one
student, but instead is to meet the individual needs of all students in the classroom. When

I2

students are pushed beyond their comfort zones they are able to achieve beyond what they

believed they could. In these situations, teachers must provide support for each student at their

level. Baumgartner found that reading

scores improved when given these opportunities.

Richardson (2002) explained that homogeneous groups benefit students because of a
teacher's ability to relate lessons to an individual student. Ideas can be built on at an appropriate
pace and at an instructional level that is appropriate for every student in the group. Conversely,

Richardson also noted that homogeneous groups can be detrimental to a group because it can
reduce students' self-esteem and goals are lowered for academically challenged students.

In 2002, Shields analyzed the effects of grouping on student academic and social
achievement. Shields found that students who were grouped heterogeneously achieved more
than other students. Students learned from each other's help and examples within the classroom.

When grouping lower level students together, qrany of them felt labeled and set aside. These
students prefer to be allowed to be in a heterogeneous setting where they have all the

opportunities to expand their learning. Shields specifically studied the effects on high achieving
students and found that these students did improve when taught in a homogeneous setting.

Forty percent of schools in the Johns Hopkins study offered ability grouping between
classes. The Maryland Task Force on Middle Irarning Years (1989) expressed the concern that
no more than half a day be spent in homogeneous ability groups because of the students' need for
enriched social opportunities and diverse perspective on topics (Shields,

2002).

Richardson

(2OOZ) supported this claim explaining that homogeneous groupings can help students when done

for a short period of time. He also claimed that when students spend whole days in
homogeneous grouping they label themselves and have lower self-esteem. Students who are
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sorted into lower level groups or classes are limited in or have limited access to challenging

activities, which further limits their access to instructional activities. Schools focused on
academic achievement must give students the opportunity to achieve (Southern Regional
Education Board, 1998). The key to remedial education is to provide the skills needed without

allowing students to be stigmatized (Epstein, Mac Iver, 1990).
Cabraal (Igg7) interviewed ten elementary teachers on how they grouped students. These
teachers reasoned that they used more than one piece of information to divide students into

groups. They linked test scores, personality needs, and instructional needs with each group.
Students were grouped because the teachers believed

it minimized

the complexity of learning,

but they did not want the groups to know that they were in ability groups. Groups remained

flexible

as the teachers accommodated the needs

to the class along with the needs of a particular

group or student. A balance had to be found between individual needs, class needs, resources,
and structural needs. The teachers felt that by establishing small groups, they could more easily

balance all the needs of a classroom. However, they did admit that the main classroom activities
were controlled by the average students needs as opposed to those of gifted or remedial students.
Homogeneous groups should provide students with additional opportunities to
accomplish challenging work for

all. Providing

students with time and help

will

increase the

quality, cooperation and focus of all students. However, meeting high expectations requires
setting challenging standards that are coherent to

all. It also requires challenging every student in

a school (Shields,2002; Southern Regional Educational Board, 1998).

Principals stated that providing gifted programs increased the level of challenge and high
content to students throughout the schools. A consequence of this was that those students who
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were not prepared for the challenge were often disenfranchised and would more often tend to

give up. Providing basic skills strengthens the skills of those who needed it, but, similarly, can
delay experiences that would make school stimulating and enjoyable for

all. A balance is needed

between challenging students and providing basic skills. The Johns Hopkins study found that

flexible groups allow students to have their needs met without risking the needs of another
student (Epstein, Mac Iver, 1990).
Response To Intervention (RTI)
Response to Intervention (RTD is a three tiered program developed by the Department

of

Education to assist schools in meeting the needs of students with special needs. The government
programs IDEA 2008 and No Child I-eft Behind (NCLB) were also set up to meet the needs of
students in schools.

IDEA 2008 lays out exactly which students need to be serviced within

a

school. No Child I,eft Behind (NCLB) mandates standardized testing that will hold schools
accountable for the education of every child. Both IDEA 2008 and NCLB require schools to use

scientifically based instruction practices (Cicchinelli, 2003). RTI has added that each method
must be well documented (Cullins, 2008). In the first tier of the intervention there should be a
short-term solution to an educational problern. The second tier provides short-term interventions

to small groups and the third tier allows for long-term interventions. All interventions under RTI
must be documented and analyzed to ensure that a school is meeting the Individual Education
Plan (EP) for each student. An mP is a written plan students receive after being assessed and
accepted into special education services. It lays out the goals and objectives for what a student

should accomplish in the next year. The IEP goals are written after students have been accessed

for special education services. These are up-dated annually to ensure the goals are specific to a
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child's needs. Under the older special education laws, a student had to have an IEP to receive
special education interventions. This is not a requirement of RTI, but the majority of the students

receiving tier three services will have been evaluated for an IEP.
Evelyn Sue Johnson and Lori Smith explain in their 2008 article Implementation af
Response to Intervention at Middle School: Challenges and Potential Benefits, that middle

school is a major change and challenge for students. Students experience new teachers, a greater
number of teachers, an increase in the number of students and transitions and longer school days.
There was less instruction on the basics and a higher demand on critical thinking skills and
independent learning. These factors mean that many students have an increased need for
educational assistance when they reach the middle school.

Ninety-eight percent of schools surveyed by the Johns Hopkins Institute offered some sort
of remediation program, Twenty percent used elective periods to offer extra academic programs
to help students who were falling behind. The purpose of doing this was to reduce the stigma
that is associated with remedial and pull out programs (Epstein, Mac Iver, 1990). Principals
reported promising results when remedial programs were offered during an extra subject period
or were taught as a coaching class. This guaranteed students that they would receive the needed
help without missing educational experiences. When the remedial experiences provided students

with positive results, the average ability of the students increases. Pull-out classes increased the
stigma related to students who received those services. The principals reported an increase in
drop out rates when students were pulled out of classes for remedial instruction as opposed to
coaching classes. The benefits of well-organized, remedial instruction far outweighed those of

pull-out classes (Douglas, Mac Iver, 1990).
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The opinion of the National Research Center on l-,earning Disabilities was that the threetiered prevention Response to Intervention (RTI) program consistently met the needs of the

students. They based this information on a study of ten schools who were working on
implementing RTI. The first tier consisted of high quality, research based instruction in the
general education classroom.

All

students who showed signs of being at-risk, are tested and

interventions are monitored and recorded. Students who teachers believe are at-risk are
characterized by falling behind their peers academically in one or more subjects. With RTI,
students may also be failing a specific topic, such as fractions, and be in need of short term

remedial services. Students receiving assistance do not need to be identified as special education
students in this tier, although they could be (Parette,2OO7). Curriculum based measurements

(CBM) provide a framework for checking the student populations' progress through math,
reading, spelling, or writing. These can be quickly administered to assess which students need

tier one remediation (Parette, 2007). The assessments used must be linked to the curriculum and
the intervention. This intervention provides general education teachers the ability to provide

immediate interventions deemed appropriate based on classroom observations or standardized
tests. These interventions do need to be documented for proof that different strategies have been
provided for the child before they progress to tier two.
The second tier is where well-matched interventions are used in a setting designated by
the school. Students who enter the second tier may or may not have a special education label.

Their services are offered by a general education teacher or a pull-out teacher in small ability

groups. Specific skills are taught intensely using research based methods (Fuchs, 2007). As in
tier one, all results must be documented to show a students' progression through the intervention.
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Those students who progress quickly

will return to tier one. Those who show a lack of progress

or regression in progress will be offered different teaching methods or succeed to the third tier.
The third tier is where the special education department offers small group or individual
services (Bradley, Danielson, Doolittle, (2007). The learning gap between students receiving an

intervention and those not needing it should be reduced in the eight to twelve weeks of intensive
monitoring (Vaughn, Roberts, 2007). Teaching strategies that do not show improvement in this
time need to be changed, discontinued or exchanged for alternative methods (Parette, 2007).
Students at this level will have a special education label with an IEP, or are being watched for
special education services. The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) explains that a child's
acceptance into special education services should not be slowed or hindered by a child's

progression through the three tiers (CEC, 2008).

In the 2008 article, Response to Interventions: Investigating the New Role of Special
Educators, Cummings explains that the role of the special education teacher within RTI is that of
an adviser, evaluator, and teacher. This has changed because of the need for general educators to

provide and document more interventions. Special education teachers will continue to be the
people who assess a child for special education services and provide many of the services for the

child if they receive an Individual Educational Plan (EP). In RTI, the general education
teachers' documentation of interventions provided in tier one and two provide the needed
documentation for a student to receive services. This documentation will provide proof that the

child's learning difficulties are not based on inappropriate instruction.

A special educator will

assist teachers in assuring that

all students in a school, no matter

what tier they are in, are receiving instruction that matches their specific needs. Advising,
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observations, and assessing the documentation given to them by the general education teachers

will

be how this is done. They should be part of a team that plans, implements, evaluates, and

modifies support for students throughout the tiers.
The focus of RTI is on the outcomes for the students. Therefore, the teachers need to
meet in teams to evaluate each student's needs. This team must identify what the problem is;

distinguish why it is happening, and what can be done to alleviate

it.

They then need to evaluate

whether a certain strategy worked or needs to be altered (Collins, 2008). The final step is to

review the outcomes to assess why a strategy did or did not work so that the team can continue to
learn more about each student.
Johnson (2008) explains that there is a great need for models of implementing RTI in the

middle schools. The continuation of RTI research in elementary schools has left middle schools

with a lack of information on implementation and assessment. The research that has been done

still lacks evidence on the effectiveness of the programs. Existing research is built off of
problem solving solutions where teachers evaluate a student and then find a solution to the

problem. Teachers are familiar with this and have used it in the past. Research now needs to be
done in the middle school to evaluate

if it works in this setting. The gap in research

means that

middle schools must draw their information from a variety of locations, many of which are not
based in middle schools or research. The Council for Educational Council (CEC) explains that
researchers need to have a key role in improving the programming through developing, training,
and monitoring RTI protocol for middle schools. The researchers need to access the intended
and unintended consequences to their programs. Increased research in this area is needed for

new quality programs to be developed that will meet the needs of middle schools (CEC, 2008).
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Based on the school need to implement RTI to help students and the lack of middle

school models for implementation, Johnson (2008) recommends that schools develop a standard

protocol for implementation in their school. This protocol should address academic and
behavioral needs using scientific methods. There should be focus on whole school assessments,
such as

CBM's to assess student progress. Pretests and post-tests should be documented to show

that the student body as a whole is expanding their education. School staff not yet trained in
these skills

will

need to

be. The key being student progress is continually monitored with new

goals being set as needed. As students are monitored, their parents should be advised as to what

interventions are being used and what effect they are having. Students should also know what
and why interventions are being done. The communication between all members of the school

corlmunity must be strong for the fulI benefits of the program to work (Johnson, 2008; CEC,
2008).

Summary
States and school districts around the country are attempting to reconstruct the education

provided in their schools. The importance of this is apparent in school success of those who are
producing quality instructional programs. The evidence that schools are striving for greater
achievement also is evident in the fact that the national government produced a program aimed at
meeting the needs of those students whose needs are not being met. The implementation of the

RTI program in schools will ensure that the needs of those students who are struggling
academically will be met before they

fail. This will

enable this group of students to feel and be

more successful in school. The combination of schools producing new training for teachers, new
academic programs, and increasing their use of data with the government program RTI
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demonstrates the drive for improved education across the country.

Current research shows the importance of providing students with flexible groups based
on current student data that teachers have investigated. When grouping students, teachers must
recognize the need for homogeneous and heterogeneous activities. They must also limit stigma

involved in grouping while meeting the needs of every student in their school. The research also
shows that those schools which set concrete goals for their school and provide adequate

programming scaffolding for the teachers and students, increase their student achievements. The
data collected by these schools

will help thern to increase school achievement while meeting

needs of RTI.
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Chapter Three
Methodology
The purpose of this research is to evaluate the effects of a PLP in the middle school where

it

was designed and implemented. Students, parents, and teachers at CMS School were part

of

five focus groups in an attempt to gain their opinions to determine the effectiveness of the
program. The CMS school corrmunity was the test corrmunity because it is the only known
school to currently be using the Prescribed Learning Period program. This school community is
located forty-five minutes west of the Twin Cities in a growing community. Five rural/suburban
towns make up the school

district. The number of students attending the school increases most

years. Student demographics are fairly homogeneous, with ninety percent of the community have
a Caucasian hackground and coming from middle class homes.

Instrumentation and Procedure
Specific information that could evaluate the effectiveness of the school's corrmunication
of what PLP is, how the program was executed in different grades and if student learning had
increased were what I was looking to investigate. Qualitative research, which is the use of a

narrative or descriptions to collect data so that one can understand what is occurring and why,
was used to assess the PLP

program. In assessing qualitative research one needs to investigate

whether the research is credible, transferable, dependable and confirmable.
Researchers who use qualitative research often use conversations, focus groups,

observations or videotaping (Mills, 2007). The type of qualitative research that I conducted used
focus groups. The focus groups involve a group of people joined together for a conversation on a

specific topic, allowed people to comment and expand on where they thought the school had
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done well or where it needed improvement (Mills, 2007). Focus groups allow people to interact

with the other participants and react to their opinions. Altering views are allowed to be discussed
so that people expand their opinions with facts and examples.

All participants must understand

that each person's views are valued. It is important to ensure that everyone shares their idea as
opposed to one or two people dominating the conversations. The teachers and students from

CMS had the opportunity to name specific details that they felt warranted a statement.

A key to capturing the essence of the data is that fieId notes must be written irnmediately
after the meeting so that details are not forgotten (Mills, 2007). The credibility of the data is
substantiated by the documents that are collected during focus groups. This data was collected
using field notes gathered during the meetings with the focus groups. The field notes were also
used to audit the information to ensure that

it is dependahle.

Participants
The teacher teams met during the school year before school or during a team meeting.
Each team met for thirty to fifty minutes. Four to twelve people participated in each focus group.
A1l groups sat in a circle formation and allowed different people to comment on the questions.
The teacher ages ranged from twenty-five to fifty-eight. Some of these teachers were in their first
year of teaching while others' had been teaching for thirty years. Each focus group consisted of
at least one participant who had developed the PLP program as part of the program development

committee. The atmosphere of the focus groups was relaxed. Participants openly shared their
opinions and commented on each others'points. The groups closed in a hurried fashion as bells

for classes rang.
Student participation was chosen by their participation in sunlmer school. As the surrmer
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school teacher I administered the discussion with the students. These students all had PLP

during their school year. Two time periods were offered for this focus group. Only one group
returned the parent consent forms and were thus able to participate in the focus group.
The students met during summer school as part of a curriculum geared towards students
evaluating their behavior and how they could make school work better for themselves. The
course met for one month, four days a week, for two hours. I taught the class with another

teacher. Student ability ranged from students who found school to be extremely easy to students
who struggled and may be involved in special education services for a variety of reasons.

I

taught three of the students in previous years. They ranged in grade level from fifth grade to

eighth grade. The students felt a freedom to share exactly what they thought, supported or
opposed one another, and changed their minds. They were encouraged to support their opinions

with facts and details. One student had started

a

petition to end the program in the fall of 2007.

Another had all his PLP classes in a special education setting. The majority of students rotated
teachers and groups as their school

yeff progressed. Their blurting, adamant support or

opposition to one another, and body language showed that they were extremely excited to share
their opinions of the program. They talked openly while sitting in their desk. The discussion
lasted one hour. It ended only because the summer school class ended.

Data Analysis
Upon the completion of each focus group I typed the notes that I took while the groups
discussed the topics. The teacher focus groups were completed before the end of the school year
so they were reviewed before

I started the student focus groups. Upon completion of the focus

groups, I coded the field notes and themes emerged. The concurrent themes were "What is

24

PLP?," "Benefits to PLP," "Improvements Needed," "'W'hat should be taught during PLP?," and

"Specific skills students gained during PLP." After the completion of the student focus groups I
coded the footnotes and found that similar themes emerged.

Initially I coded the field notes taken during the focus groups for themes and then placed
the teacher and student comments under the different categories. After completing the coding for

the focus groups I coded a survey conducted by the school which I used as secondary data
(appendix 2). The school had asked all members of the school cornmunity, parents, teachers, and
students, to participate in a computerized survey. The questions for this survey were similar, but

not identical, to those of the PLP focus groups. They consisted of open-ended questions that
looked for the perspectives of the informants, which allowed people to explain why they had
certain opinions, and quantitative questions, which ranked how the participants felt about

different subjects. The school survey covered all areas of the school, including the PLP program.

I used the questions that addressed PLP to further support claims that I found during the focus
groups.

The school program committee had already evaluated this survey for themes. After I
categorized the data I had found during the focus group, it became apparent that the school
committee had found similar themes within the school survey that I did with the focus groups.
These similarities allowed me to take the information and directly compare the two sets

of

information. What I found was that the people on the school sponsored survey said similar, if not
identical, comments as were said in the focus groups demonstrating that people were comfortable

within the focus groups to openly share their true opinions.
Themes
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After analyzing the coded field notes for themes, the following arose. Teachers discussed
the development of PLP, and how many educators had varying views of how

it should be

implemented. They also discussed their beliefs of the benefits of the program while being aware

of

a

confusion that was caused by not knowing exactly what PLP was. The final topic found in

the coded field notes for the teachers was that the school environment was changing.

The students discussed their own thoughts on the different views of PLP and how PLP
changed the environment. They spoke of a confusion of what PLP was and how that affected

them. The final coded theme that arose from the field notes was the relationship between PLP
and RTI and how they can work together to improve student achievement.
These themes were used to analyze the findings from the research. Grounded Theory was

provided a theoretical basis for the research.

Theoretical Generation
Action research uses qualitative research to inquire upon how to improve

a program,

performance or institution through evidence found in data (Outhwaite, 2007). In 1967 Glaser
explained that Grounded Theory details how quality research strategies are used to discover
predictions, explanations, interpretations, and applications through data (Glaser, Lg67). The
researcher focuses on a concept that they would like to study to see

if

there is evidence of the

concepts effectiveness. The researchers then look for a diversity of indicators that point to

whether the specific concept is affected or needs to be changed. Comparative data is used to
generate general facts about the concepts and how

it is applied in a specific situation.

In Grounded Theory the situation and comparative data are chosen by the researcher and
typically used to improve their own performance. The researcher may be working alone or in a

26

group, but with the puqpose of improving their own practices through evidence that they find in

their research (Glaser, t961). The researchers will code in the data they find to identify
categories that eventually lead to theory (Outhwaite, 2007). This process is done overtime as the
data is collected and analyzed in the

field. Grounded theory typically will investigate how theory

is discovered through active research that is systematically obtained and analyzed to obtain

a

theory (Glaser, 1967).

Summary
Focus groups met to discuss their thoughts on PLP. The teachers met in grade level
teams before school or during their prep period. They openly talked about their views on PLP
and how they believed

it effected their students' education. The student discussions were held

during surtmer school. They too discussed how they felt about the program.
The information that was gathered hy these groups was coded and organized into themes.
Grounded Theory provided the theoretical basis for analyzing and using the data to its fullest
extent.

2l

Chapter Four
Findings
Development of Prescribed Learning Period (PLP)
The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) recommends that RTI be implemented as a

school-wide initiative. There should be collaboration between teachers, school families, and
school administrators. The partnerships should address the academic and behavioral needs of the
students in a school. The principal of CMS School, explained that in the 2006-2007 school year,
a program development committee met

to evaluate the school programming as a whole. This

team was made up of parents, general education, specialized, and special education teachers and
school administration. The group read books and journal articles, had speakers from different
school districts and speakers who had been involved in reforming the school district in the past.
The research done assisted the group in prioritizing their needs and creating alternative solutions

to the school problems. As described by a member of the group, "'W'e thought out of the box,

thinking about kids: consistency, test scores, improving delivery, connecting with kids, making
CMS a better place to learn."
The original goal of this group was to evaluate whether the school was meeting the
school goal of teaching each student at their level. After much discussion, the group decided that
this was not happening. The group then prioritized what would be taught in the school in the

future and what they wanted to change in the future. The discussion continued to return to the
study hall period of the day. The teachers surmised that this period was a waste of student time
based on their observations of what students did during the period. They also reported an
increase in behavioral disruptions during the period. As this discussion continued through
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multiple meetings it was decided that something needed to be done with this particular period.

With a major priority being teaching students at their level, the PLP progftrm was eventually
developed.
The group then faced the challenge of how to implement

it.

How would teachers be

trained, how would it be paid for, how would the school schedule be designed, ffid how would
the school community be informed? A key issue that continually arose during the discussions
was how to meet all students' individual needs. Over a course of six months, the Prescribed

Learning Period (PLP) was developed to deal with this issue.
Focus groups were held to evaluate the effectiveness of

PLP. During the focus groups

colnmon themes arose. They are as follows: Teachers Beliefs in the Benefits of the Program,
Teacher Awareness of the Changing School Environment, Confusion Caused by Not Knowing

What PLP was When the Program Began, Students' Altering Views on PLP, Students'
Awareness of the Changing School Environment, Student Confusion, How PLP and RTI Work
Together to lmprove Student Achievement, ffid the Summary of Findings. They

will

be

discussed in this chapter. It became obvious that the teachers had varying views of how the

program should be implemented and that the fifth grade schedule did not allow this team to
implement the program properly. Three distinct strategies for implementing the program existed,
yet no matter what strategy was used in implementing the program, all the teachers believed that
students should not be allowed to switch in and out of the PLP course at

will.

The teachers also

identified benefits to student achievement and the school environment that were a result of PLP.
Another theme found in the research was that the students' views of PLP were altered as the
program progressed. Both the teachers and the students noted a change in the school
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environment. The final theme that arose through the research is how PLP and RTI work together
for student achievement.

"This is how we do it at my level, I don't really know how they do it on the other floor:'
Yarying Teacher Views of Implementation of PLP
During the teacher focus groups, teachers explained how their grade levels implemented
the PLP program. When evaluating the data it quickly became apparent that in the first year
the program each grade level of teachers used the PLP period in different ways.
teacher explained, "The way
use

of

A f,rfth grade

it is set up right now is an extension of language arts and math. We

it to fit in things that don't fit in the language arts curriculum." Another fifth grade teacher

went on to justiff how

if fit into PLP by stating, "l think they

(students) did learn something.

It

wasn't perfect, but it was a start. I mean, we did have small groups and they were at their

ability." The fifth

grade group acknowledged that they did not do the PLP class as dictated by

the program development committee. This was explained by a teacher stating, "The schedule has

to change for it to work beffer. At least we know what has to be a priority to our teaching." The
group repeatedly expressed their frustrations in their schedule. One teacher explained what she
believed it was supposed to be by stating, "A teacher with smaller groups teaching conrmon

skills that the students need to develop. This is what I hope I can do next year." This was
supported by a comment from a member of her team explaining, "Not just remedial work but
also the expansion of skills and higher academics. This is what I look forward to teaching when

the schedule is fixed."
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Teachers throughout the school received the same information on what PLP was
supposed to

be. Scheduling issues, student needs and teacher needs changed peoples' perception

of this information. The end result was various methods of implementing the same progam
throughout the school.
The first sixth gade teacher to explain what she thought PLP was stated that it is,
"targeted learning opportunities." This was followed by another teacher who said, "pick an area
and focus on it until the kids know it really

well." When asked how the PLP class was done

teacher explained, "They (the students) are in achievement

$oups.

and go above and beyond. Some groups don't do anything.

one

Some groups do really well

It is really obvious who is willing to

do anything." She was immediately challenged by a teacher who teachers sixth grade but does
not work on her PLP planning team. This teacher firmly stated:

I have an issue with that. I think it is how it is done. We need to really challenge
the top and support the bottom. Right now we are supporting the bottom and
expecting the top to challenge themselves. This is what needs to change.

This challenge begins to show the different understandings of what PLP is and how it should be
implemented. The teachers understand that they need to teach each student at their level.

Similar statements were also stated by seventh and eighth grade teachers. However, each group
implemented the program differently showing the need for more assistance in the implementation

of the process. One seventh gpade teacher explained:
PLP is where we use data to teach the kids. We are supposed to meet and talk
about what is taught. We do that on my team, I do not know it is done on the
other seventh grade team.
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The eighth grade team had a similar experience where a teacher stated:
On our team we have a cycle of classes that are taught to every student. The class
is altered to meet the needs of the students. This is how we do it on my level, I

don't really know how they do it on the other floor.
Teachers throughout the school explained the different ways that

th*y

implemented the program. The fifth grade had specific issues implementing the program
based on their scheduling needs.

Scheduling issues prohibited the fifth grade teachers from implementing the PLP
progftrm to the full extent. A fifth grade teacher had the realization of why PLP works in
the sixth, seventh, flrld eighth grade but not the fifth grade when she exclaimed:

It works with music so it makes sense. That is how they get smaller groups. They
don't have as milly students because they only have the non-band and choir kids.
This means that they only have one third of their kids. That is why it can work!
That is why it didn't work for us! We just do things too dif;ferently.

This team of teachers used the PLP period as an extended Language Arts period
when there were not at least three classes available for the PLP period. During the one

trimester where there were three fifth grade general education teachers, and two
specialized teachers available for the PLP course, a fifth grade strategy for

implementation was affempted. The team did not have a team data time where they could
meet for planning and analyzing progress that made group flexibility diffrcult. A teacher

who taught these middle range students stated:
We tried to do it; it just didn't work for us because it was too hard to plan. Plus
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when we ended up with thirty kids in a class that you don't necessarity know, it

just becomes hard to do any quality teaching.

A teacher who had the lower level ability kids said, "I actually liked it, but I only had five kids

so

the curriculum could be molded to them. I could watch them grow, which was fun. I could see

why it would be a struggle with more kids though."
This fifth grade team decided to use the time to allow teachers to implement the Read
Naturally prograrn four days a week by the specialized teachers and to teach ability grouped math
once a week. The specialized teachers were not reading specialists. Eventually the team

deducted that the Read Naturally program needed to be taught by trained personnel. One teacher
explained, o'W'e didn't have the time or ability to help them with the program, so although they
were trained in it, they never really got

doing

it."

It was difficult for

a person

it. I don't

know how much growth the kids really got by

who was not confident in the program to use, especially

with four students per teacher. The teachers of the math class found that it benefited the gifted
and remedial level students. Those students who were in these ability groups had fifteen (gifted)
and five (remedial) students in their group. This may have been why they benefits over the other

groups of twenty-five students. The fifth grade did not continue the program based on their
schedule issues.

The lack of consistency in the grade levels demonstrates the need for greater guidance in

how to implement PLP. A member of the staffdevelopment committee explained:

At the staff development workshop yesterday we looked at the survey that the
parents and teachers

took. We talked

a

lot about it. It sounds like different grades

are doing a lot of different things. Everyone has different ideas. The guidelines
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that were handed out at the beginning of the year are being followed, but they
must have been too vague because we all interpreted them differently. New
guidelines need to be written that are a lot clearer.
Each grade level should have a similar plan that allows the students' needs to be

met. During the

research, each grade level had two teams, which in some cases used different strategies to

implement the progrirm. Three main strategies were used: class cycles, classes geared towards
student ability and need, or one trimester of math or reading assistance. Class cycles are where
the teachers select one topic to teach. They then vary the curriculum based on the ability level

of

the students. This is in contrast to the teacher teams who chose to organize their students based
on the topics that the students needed to be taught at any given time. This second group geared

their classes towards the students' abilities and needs. The third group organized students by

ability and then gave them math or reading classes for an entire semester. The varying of the
three methods demonstrates the differences that occurred in the school during the

frst year of

implementation.
Approximately one-third of the teams provided a cycle of classes that each child would

have. The classes were taught to the groups' ability level and consisted of opportunities for
students to expand their learning through a flexible curriculum that would relate to their

mainstream classes at one point in the year. As stated above, the classes were taught by and
were meant to teach the students at their level. An eighth grade teacher explains:

We set up a cycle of classes that would enhance the areas in the curriculums that
we felt needed more teaching time. We then changed the PLP class as each

different group of kids rotated through

it.
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This way the kids who needed to be

challenged on mapping or poetry could be. Kids who needed extra help on these
subjects also got that. Everyone wins.
Every child who had a PLP, and was a part of one of the teams that used the cycle format, had
every class that was offered. The main curriculums that each teacher taught changed only to
challenge or provide remedial assistance for the particular group that a teacher had. A teacher
supported the cycle by stating:

It actually does help those kids receive the information again in another format. I
could have taught it in class and they would have missed

it.

The smaller numbers

really makes a big difflerence. The kids seem to hear the information better this
way.

During the cycles, a spesial education teacher would work with students who had IEP's. A
special education teacher said that the PLP course contained, "vital information for the MCA

test." He used the time to:
Enhance the skills and IEP goals of the students. It was the one time that I could

support what they were taught in their general education language and math
classes. The period allowed those kids to stay in the mainstreamed classes and
helped them to feel successful.
Other teams made specific classes for students as student needs arose. These teachers
looked at the data during the team data time and used it to drive the PLP courses that were

offered.

One teacher explained, "Because

it is focused, it makes the teachers more aware of the

students needs. You are working on something very specific so you can

identiff those students

who need more growth or who can go further." The classes offered frequently changed in these
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teams as one teacher explained it:

We looked at the specific data once a week. This is how the classes were
selected. We looked at what kids were struggling with different areas in class and
designed classes around these. The classes changed as the students' needs
changed.

Students changed teachers and groups as needed. The flexibility of groupings allowed the
teachers to

identifr growth in the student population. The groups ranged in size from three to

twenty students and were taught by general and special education teachers.
"Mainstreamed special education students are able to participate in mainstream classes
and still have time for remediation," explained, a special education teacher. He claimed that the
PLP allowed him "to reach his students in a different way." Students were allowed to stay in the

regular education classes for the majority of the day. According to the same teacher, this allowed
them to 'oreach their grade expectations while being a part of the larger school." Another special
education teacher explained that this was helped by the fact that "special education teachers are
able to teach students that they have their training

in. This is very helpful." The students'

Individual Education Plan (IEP) goals were met during the PLP period. The special education
teacher expanded the comment by stating that the period was also used for'ore-teaching,

reviewing, or expanding the mainstreamed curriculum." The PLP allowed the special education
teacher to work with students who did or did not have an

IEP. This enabled students who needed

a review on one subject to receive assistance without having to be labeled as a special education

student.

Currently only students, in grades six through eight, who are not in both band and choir
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have a PLP. There is a certain amount of flexibility that arises because of this. A sixth grade
teacher complained that, "Students have learned that they can

join or leave choir at will. This

means that teachers do not have a consistent roster of students," This basic list would help
teachers meet the needs of their students because they would then be able to use the data on the
students who appear on their roster to design their classes. One parent who took the school
sponsored sunrey explained:

I find it disappointing that kids who don't like PLP classes can get out of it and
participate in choir, which they have absolutely no interest in. I believe the choir director
is not able to make the most of his choir time when there are so many kids misbehaving.
The kids who really want to be in choir are being cheated out of valuable practice time.

This complaint mixed with the roster needs of the teachers' necessitates change.
The varying views of PLP confused the teaching staffat CMS School and in turn
confused the students in the first year of the program. Even though the school trained the staff in
what PLP wffi, each grade interpreted the information differently. A clear description is needed

to ensure that the entire school is running the program properly.

*I

absolutely love PLP compared to study halls. The change has been excellent:'

Teachens' Beliefs in the Benefits of the Program
There is a strong feeling among the teaching staff at CMS School that the Prescribed
Learning Period has enhanced student learning. One teacher explained, "I absolutely love PLP
compared to study halls. The change has been excellent." Another stated,
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I am quite amazed at how many positive changes have taken place here at CMS
since I arrived in 2006. CMS has much more closely aligned itself with the

middle school philosophy, and has definitely broadened and made available to
students more learning opportunities.
Each group of teachers followed what they thought were the instructions from the school.

They took the initial information that was given to them and adapted it to what they thought they

were supposed to do. The benefits of the program were evident in every grade that was able to
implement it no matter what method they used.
During each focus group, teachers continually brought up students they felt had improved
solely because of the extra time spent in the PLP class. A teacher, ffi many did, explained:
I know of a student who did better in my PLP then anywhere else. One student
had an awful grade in math, but was able to do everything in the PLP math class.
She was confident

in that environment and had no problems.

This mimicked the teacher who stated:
There are those students who are awesome in PLP, but awful in other classes. It is

like they are a totally different child. I don't know why it happens, but it is
arnazing and worth having another class to prep for to see...It is a key to
understanding who they are. Otherwise I just see a kid who doesn't like school.

This way I can see their good side too.

A sixth grade teacher explained that the PLP course allows students to "go beyond the
paper and pencil because there is extended opportunities and extensions." Teachers did projects

that linked Homer and Greek mythology and poetry projects. They also did projects that taught
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geometry in different way then the curriculum did. A teacher explained:

We (teachers) can all name students who PLP helped along the way. I know some of my
kids wouldn't have passed or progressed without the extra ten minutes of help. We were
able to help them at their level. That really does make a difference.
These observations are what teachers used to evaluate the program. They believed that

student perforrnance irnproved because of the homogeneous class sizes. Allowing each student

to be in homogeneous classes with ten to fifteen other students, as opposed to heterogeneous
classes twenty-five other students, allowed for individual leaming and attention.

A teacher

explained:
Students that need extra academic support are receiving

have

it). If not, the fewer

it during PLP (if they

daily subjects helps thern focus their attention...The

PLP's give these students a targeted chunk of time each week for remediation.

An eighth grade teacher stated that the mini teaching teams provided the opportunity for
"interdisciplinary units to be planned and students can

see the big

picture. It is

a

wonderful

flexible clock schedule." As this teacher finished, 'oThere's so much you can do with
interdisciplinary instruction.

"

For the most part, the teachers at CMS School had positive feelings towards the program.
Teaching students in homogeneous groupings for one period a day allowed the specific needs
each child to be

met. The fact that students were taught by teams of teachers allowed the

teachers to work together towards interdisciplinary lessons that helped students connected the

different subjects. The observations made by the teachers demonstrates an appreciation for the
PLP program grounded in observations of w'hat it has allowed them to do for students.
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Many teachers commented on their ability to know what the students needed better then
they could in other classes. One explained, "A teacher knows the sfudents you have in class
better because the classes are smaller." Another explained that an unintended benefit to the
program was "getting to know the students better." Teachers benefitted by getting to know
students they had in core classes and students who they did not have. As commented by one
teacher,

"I feel

connected with all students

inmy mini team...even if I don't have them in class.

We have had an opporfunity to work together more as cofilmon teachers to create projects

together. There is more communication between rooms." One teacher simply stated, "I really
enjoyed getting to know students that I normally would not have had." She went on to explain
that the fact that the "period is focused makes teachers more aware of the sfudent needs, You are

working on something specific so you can identift those students who need growth or who can
go on further."

An eighth grade teacher noted, "The number one major improvement has been the miniteams. I feel like I know every student in my house because I have had each one of them in my
class." Most teachers saw their PLP students during another class period, which helped them
understand their needs and strengths and allowed teachers to personalize lessons through gleater

differentiation and opporfunities to access and ffeat student needs. "The flexibility to work on
skills that come up that students need" was expressed as an improvement by one teacher. An
additional teacher explained, "Whether it was intentional or not, I have had much greater

flexibility interms of the pacing of material in my class, and what "extras" I ha.ve tirne to
include." one teacher explained that the forming of mini teams:
[allowed teachers to get] to know other teachers on the team better as professionals, know
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'{It just wasn't explainedl,,
Confusion Caused by Not Kntiwing What PLP rvns when the Program Began
Students walked into the 2006-2007 school year's open house and picked up their

schedules. On their schedules they saw a period that said PLP. The principal of
the school
explained, "'lVe told parents about PLP in the newspaper and in a school pamphlet.
I don,t think

very many parents understood it though." This meant that at the beginning of the year
very few
parents or students knew what it was. As one student put it when he was
asked what he was told
about PLP he simply said "nothing." To become informed, they had to take the
initiative to ask
school staff, which may or rnay not have had a full understanding of what pl.p was.
A teacher

explained, "I don't know if I really know what it is. I mean, I know they said it is prescribed
a
Learning Period, but I know at the beginning of the year that I didn't know what that
was.,, The
teachers were told to tell the parents and students that

"it was a period where their specific needs

were met." A teacher said, "I told parents that we would teach their children in-depth
reading
and

writing skills." A math teacher noted:

4t

I explained that we would work on basic math skills so that everyone was caught

up. When we had the kids caught up I said that we would challenge them

so that

they really had to think about math.

Many teachers explained what example courses they could think of, or simply said that they

would figure it out as the school year progressed. One teacher honestly said to parents; '*I am not
really sure exactly how it will work. It will be a learning process for all of us, but my goal is to
expand what your child learns this year."
The principal did share that the school did have an article describing what PLP was and

how it was developed in the local newspaper. This article spoke of meeting personal academic
needs for all students. Those parents who read the article in the newspaper did read the

principal's definition of what PLP was. The principal's effort to share the information was
viable, but it reached a limited amount of parents in the school community.
When interviewed as part of the focus groups, multiple teachers were quoted as stating
that they needed to improve "how'we courmunicated the PLP course with parents." In each focus
group with teachers, at least one teacher used those exact words. This demonstrated the shong
need to improve this portion of the program. A teacher who was on the program development

team honestly expressed;
We really messed that part up. We should have had a meeting with parents, or
sent more information home. It even would have helped

if we had something on

the lnternet. We really missed the opportunity to sell the program to the parents
and students.

Another teacher said:
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We put too much dependerce on the students to tell the parents what the program

was. We should have expected that the parents and students would not be thrilled
when we tookthe one period where students were allowed to do homework or just
hang out and gave them a period where they had to

work. Of

course students

would complain about having to have an educational class instead of a relaxing

period. We should not have relied on this. That was our mistake.
In missing the initial opportunity to sell the program to parents the school missed the
opportunity for students to explain the positives about the program. A teacher explained;
The students I have had were, at first, unhappy without their study hall. However,
there came a time when they realized that they didn't need it to get their work

done. Plus, they were learning new and interesting things that hadn't heen offered
before.
Had the school explained what the program really was to parents, the parents would have
supported the school in the beginning. Their failure to do this caused parents and
students to tell the school in the school survey that they believed the "period was a waste

of time."

"One student loved PLP and thrived. It was because I met her needs in s small group:"
Teacher Awareness of the Changing School Environment

A sixth

grade teacher explained it by saying,

"lt is not just remedial

but also expansion

skills and higher academics." This allowed students to go further than they would have in an
average class. Words used by individual teachers to explain what specific skills were taught
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during PLP included "cooperation," "critical thinking skills," and 'Job skills and daily life

skills." The class makes up for the areas in curriculum that teachers have missed or students did
not understand. One teacher explained the importance by stating:
Kids have to be able to problem solve. That is a major difference in math with
kids who do well and those who don't. It is amazing how kids san read a word
problem and have no clue what to do. They just don't have any idea on how to
problem solve and so they shut down. If we teach this skill we could expand on
their confidarce and their ability in all areas.
As one teacher explained it, "I know some of my kids wouldn't have passed or progressed
without the extra ten minutes of help. We were able to help them at their level. That really does
make a difference,"
One teacher felt that, "reading comprehension and basic math skills" were taught in the
2007

- 2008 school year.

research

Another teacher felt that 'ostudents' improved their mapping and

skills". A teacher in the

language arts department noted that, "creative writing,

proofreading, and note taking skills improved", which is important, as it is a skill that parants
have asked the school to improve in the school survey"
The skills taught during PLP allowed students to be successful in other classes. The use

of small groups learning at their own level allowed students to absorb the information in areas
where they had not been successful. Teacher obseruations and improved test scores justifies the

continuation of the program.
The ability to create a stress-free environment within the school walls allowed teachers
and students to relax during the period. One teacher explained that she was, "more relaxed and

M

laid back. I wasn't as worried about doing everything perfectly and either were the kids. We
both learned a lot through the process of simply relaxing." Teachers appreciatedthe fact that
they did not have hornework to do or grade. This fact carne through when a teacher stated, "No

grading for me (as a teacher) to do or grade was great."

An eighth grade teacher explained that "the fact that the class is pass*fail as opposed to a
graded class enables students to relax and learn the information instead of focusing on a grade."

Another excitedly expressed that:
One student loved PLP and thrived. It was because I met her needs in a small

group. I think not being stressed about homework was really important. It is a
key to her passing math at

all. Plus I know it helped her on the MCA test. I don't

think she would have improved if we hadn't done
school. What

a

it.

She was actually happy

in

difference, she was never happy at school.

The cornments made by the teachers about the classroom environment created by PLP

provide evidence for the continuation of the program. The teaching staff feels as if they are
meeting the needs of the students. The teachers admitthe need of improvingthe format of the
course, yet inthe end of each focus group, people spoke of the positive effects.

"I hate to admit it, but it really was helpful:"
Students Altering Yiews on PLP
Student response to PLP was not always positive.

Initially, seventh and eighth grade

students who participated in the focus grcup explained that they wanted sfudy hall back. Their
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comments changed as they discussed different projects that had helped them and discussed rvhat
they thought PLP was supposed to be. As stated earlier, these students had study hall in the past
and wanted that time back to relax. The same student who initially responded negatively to PLP

by saying it was "boring" and "a waste of time" later explained that because "the class was taught
at my level, I learned

more." One shrdent admitted that "I know I started

a

petition against it and

all, but it was acfually worth while sometimes." He said it was a class 'khere teachers really
tried to help you understand at your level."
The slower pace helped students relate language arts and math skills to their other classes.
One student specifically stated:

I kinda liked

it.

The King Arthur stuff had to do with the book we were reading in

class. It made it easier for me to understand things. I was really lost before we
started reading

it.

Plus we got AR (Accelerated Reader points) for

it.

That

brought my grade up to a C. I think it was helpful. It was kinda frur, a new

learning class.
Another added:
The King Arthur (material) really helped me read the Hobbit. I needed practice
and

I got

it.

I am not exactly someone who is going to read on my own, so it was

good that they forced me to do it in class.

A group of

students also commented on a poetry unit which was

initially described

negatively by one student who stated, "It wasn't even taught during the poetry unit. Why on
Earth did we do

it? I didn't like it at all."

He later admitted that he:

Was arguing against this, but I actually did learn from the poetry
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stuff I learned

about brackets and stuffand what they meant, When we did the Hobbit it kind
came in handy for writing the Epic poem...I actually got

of

it. I don't think I would

have before...I got 100% on my Epic poem. It was awesorne. Actually,

it was

amazing.

furother student added that he, "learned poetry and stanea's and how to rhyme." One sfudent
explained why the poetry unit did help them. He stated:
We watched the Raven. That really helped me to see the poetry. I didn't get

it

before. Then it helped me understand what was going on because I could picture

it.

That was good. It brought up a whole new way to thinking about poetry.

As the students talked, some of them began to note that other PLP classes were helpful as

well. "I have to admit that from PLP I learned more

about shapes and other math equations that

helped me in my regular math class," explained one student. Another said that hs, "learned to
do math faster in my head." This was followed by the student who

sai{ "I did learn more

division and multiplication. I hate to admit it, but it really was helpfuI."
The positive effects of flexible of grouping were evident when a student explained her
PLP class. "'We worked on homeworlc It was just a whole group of kids who never did

homework. We got to be in a PLP class that would help us do

it.

That was good."

Academic success or improvement is evident in the comments made by the students, but
behavioral change was apparent with the student who stated, "I guess I learned how my behavior
affected other people. I didn't always really get that. They taught me what goes on in my brain
so now I can understand

it."

The beginning of the school year brought a new PLP program to the students. This
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altered the schedule that students thought they would have and led to a dislike of the PLP

program. As the year progressed students views of the program improved through improved
academic understanding and a new awareness of how their behavior affects other students.

trSome teachers explained things really

well:'

Student Awareness of the Changing School Environment
Some of the students noted that the fun, friendly environment of PLP helped them to

learn. They explained that, "teachers try to help you more to understand it (instructional

information)." One student continued saying:

ooSome

teachers explained things really

well. They

slowed everything down, this was helpful when I needed it...I think they just sat down and talked
us through things. That is really what helped." Those teachers who tried to know their students

well helped students learn information better. The students' comrnents show that it truly matters
to the them that they feel as if they are cared for. They did not appreciate teachers who as one
student put it, 'Just blow us

off."

He continued by stating that "some teachers do that. No

wonder we don't work for them." The students want to feel like the teachers are there for them
and are

willing to explain things to them. One student stated that the teachers would help him

"with anything that he (I) needed help with during PLP". The academic achievements reached in
the PLP period spread into other classes as the students built their confidence. This in turn

allowed student to be more successful throughout the school.
The focused sense of the PLP class allows teachers to be more aware of student needs
hecause as one student put it, "they (teachers) could sit down and work with us (students)."
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teacher can work on specific skills that are identified for greater student growth.
The students commented about one benef,rt of PLP by stating, "Those teachers who had a

fun environment did better then anything else. That is where I was able to learn because I could

relax." Another student noted that he liked

those teachers that "created a fi.rn-friendly

environment. Everything was a joke in one class. It was relaxed, nothing was a big deal. I
learned a lot because of that. It was a lot easier to learn."

As teachers improved how they explained PLP, the students began enjoying the course

work. They

learned through positive interactions with teachers and a fun leaming environment.

They also learned through the teachers' ability to know what their individual needs were for
assignments and projects.

"That is not prescribed:"
Student Confusion
One student said that his teacher did tell his class what

it was supposed to be. He

explained, "They told us that it was going to be a Prescribed Learning Period. Then they just put
us in a cycle of classes. That is not prescribed. They weren't doing what they said they were

going to do." As the eighth grade students discussed this aspect of the program three of them
became agitated. One stated, "It just wasn't explained." The other students agreed with him as
he finished

A second

explaidrg, "It was described to me as a helping class for people who needed help."

student interjected that

it was supposed to be "like

a learning period made to help

individual students in the suhjects that they need to build on." Their agitated statements showed
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through as yet another student explained, "It was said to us as learning my specific problems and
being helped, but I ended up learning nothing that helped me and half of the PLP classes did

nothing." The comments made by the students show that they had a basic definition of the
program, but did not believe that it was followed. They demonstrated that they understood what
the initial expectations of the program were and realized that it was not followed. Their

frustration stemmed from not receiving the assistance they were told they would receive and
instead feeling as if all students were receiving the same cycle of classes.
The students did complain about missing sfudy hall. One student complained, "Study

hall relaxed you and got you prspared for the rest of the day. It was how I got through a whole

day. It was where I could veg. out. I needed that." The lack of communication on what the
program entailed hurt the program in the eyes of the community. An eighth grade student, who
stated,

"I know I started a petition.,." admitted to starting a petition to have it changed to whar it

was originally said it would be, and rnany openly talked, as the student above did, about disliking

it for specific reasons. Had the school communicated what the program was and fulfilled their
said requirements the communities opinion of

it at the end of the first yeffi may have been more

positive.

A

student commented in a focus group by noting that for PLP, "They were planning to

individualize stuffi but that didn't happen. That would have been great. I think I would have like

it better." Another added that it, "probably would be nice if they could know us and teach us
what we need. To really teach us what we need so other classes would be easier." This was
supported by the student who stated:

I am done with fourth grade stuff. Why would I want that. It doesn't make any

50

serse. I am not a moron; I do not need you to explain it to me ten times; realize
that I can get it and let's move on. We just reviewed what we went over in class.

I mean, twenty minutes was just review. Really, it was dumb.
This student continued that he felt the teachers needed to, "do stuffwe need help with." Another
student added, o'In one class all we did was e-mail sfuff. I mean, all eighth graders know how to
do that. I am pretty sure e-mailing is one thing that we can

do." One student adamantly noted

that it would be difficult to need more advanced classes by stating:
What if I were in advanced math and I had to do that stupid tessellation thing?
Maybe I don't really need it, but I do need help with reading. Then I should be in
a reading class. That makes sense to me, the cycle doesn't.

This was followed by a student who said, 'olt is kind of like you are mocking them (advanced
students)."
When the school surveyed parents they found that many parents did not feel that their
advanced sfudents' needs' were being met. Parents felt that the school was "only catering to the

kids who struggle." One asked, "Why take away valuable study hall time for kids who use it to
get their work done during the school

day?" The students and teachers stated the same concem

in the school survey and during the focus $oups. The needs of lower students were being
supported, but other students were not being challenged at their level. As one teacher stated in a
focus group, o'There is sorne enrichment, but the high flyers are still an afterthought in PLPs, with
most of our energy going to struggling students. This group should receive enriched curriculum

that expands their critisal thinking and problem solving skills." The use of formative testing and
lesson plans would allow teachers with the documentation demonsfrating that they were meeting
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the needs of these students.
The improvement of sfudent perfonlance dictates the continuance of the progrilm. The
students and teachers have brought insight into r,vhat needs to be improved and what should be

continued. They also brought insight into how the program fulfills the requirement of RTI.

How PLP and RTI Can Work Together to Improve Student Achievement
The initial purpose of PLP was to meet the individual needs of all students. The
implementation of the program provided CMS School with a strategy for also implementing the
govemment program Response to Intervention (RTI). This three tiered program aims to provide
students with assistance before th*y are failing, however the lack of existing middle school
models (Johnson, 2008) meant that a model had to be created.
The CEC explained in 2008 that the purpose of RTI is not to save schools money, but
instead is to identifu the specific needs of students with disabitities. CMS School used this

information to expand their purpose to meet all their students at their ability level. The belief of
the program development committee was that all students in the school have special needs. As
one teacher on the program development committee explained, "There was a lot of discussion

of

meeting the needs of those students in the middle as well as those who have been identified as

gifted or had an IEP." The team data period allowed teachers to have a time everyday to meet,
plan, and evaluate the needs of every student.

A strong component of RTI is having

teachers identify student needs, planning and

documenting implementations, and evaluating the stratery and outcomes (Cummins, 2008). The
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team data time allows each team to do this for the student population that had PLP. A teacher on
one of the eighth grade teams explained that they had one day a week where they,
discussed the positive things that we saw kids

do."

"only

She continued by explaining that this allowed

them to, "evaluate what they were doing well as opposed to only focusing on the negatives." The

effect was that the students began responding more positively to new teaching methods that were
implemented. The team data time allowed teachers to evaluate the needs of all students and to
design research based sfrategies to help each child.
The result of implementing PLP in the school was that the structure of the three tiers

of

RTI were also implemented in the school. The first tier was taught in the general education
setting by the general education teacher. These teachers used extra time in class to assist students

who needed quick assistance. They also used peer teaching, cooperative groups, atrd direct
instruction as interventions. Seventy percent of the students fit in this tier.
The second tier was taught by general education teachers or special education teachers

during a PLP class and/or a general education class. Small groups of students received assistance
to help them catch up with the curriculum (Johnson, 2008). The students received assistance

until they learned the information or qualified for special education. All students who had the
PLP class were taught at their level, whether they were advanced or needed remedial work. Any
teacher in the school could have taught these students. This allowed a student who needed the
same help as a student

in special education classes to receive instruction from a special education

teacher. It also allowed those students who may have needed to be re-taught basic skills an
opporhrnity to succeed. PLP allowed a time for students who struggled with school to flourish
before they failed. ln turn, this helped student achievement and allowed fewer students to need
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special education assistance. As one teacher explained it, "The second tier of RTI and PLP
classes act as a net to catch students before they feel disadvantaged in

school." This worked for

all students, whether they needed help or needed to be challenged. It was

a great way to keep the

moral of our student body up."
The third tier, and most intensive tier, of RTI was filled in CMS School in the PLP and
special education courses. These classes were generally, but not always, taught by special
education teachers. Ninety percent of the students in this tier had IEPs. The other ten percent are
students who had the same needs as a student with an IEP, but who had not yet been qualified for
special education services. A special educator explained that "PLP gives me an opportunity to

work with other students. I am already teaching the exact skills that the kids need. It allows me
to give them the help they need while assessing them for services."
Many students who had an IEP and PLP course, were taught by the special education
teacher the entire time that they had the PLP

cotrse. There were students though who

participated in the PLP courses taught hy general education teachers. As a student with an IEP
explained it:
The PLP class caught me up with the other students. I realized
that I wasn't the only one who didn't understand it right away.
Plus, because it was taught by my language arts teacher, I figured
out exactly what she wanted. This made my life a whole lot easier.

CMS School fulfilled the needs of RTI by developing the PLP progmm. All students in
the program were taught at their level, whether they had an IEP or not. This allowed students
and teachers to expand the curriculum as needed so that each student was challenged.
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Summary of Findings
During the student and teacher focus grorlps the participants discussed what they liked
and disliked about the PLP program. They reviewed what they thought would improve the

program and what they thought should be continued or discontinue. A main theme was that the
teacherc saw many benefits to the

pro$am. They saw student achievement and the school

environment improve. They also noted that the communication of what the program is needs to
be improved so that the parents and students have a better

initial understanding of what to expect.

The student opinions altered as their discussion was held. Eventually they noted that PLP

did help them improve their understanding uf other academic subjects. They also noted that the
environment of the school had improved because many teachers took more time to work \r/ith

them. Th*y did note that PLP was not what the teachers initially stated it would be because they
saw a need for more individualieed learning. Their comments noted a wide array of feelings

towards the PLP program. The majority of their comments were positive, but they needed to
express their negative opinions for the others to be heard.

The teachers and students of CMS believe that changes must be made to the program.
They also noted that the value of the program warranted the continuation of the program. Their

participation in the focus groups allowed the data to be collected that dictated the changes needed
in the program and what strategies needed to continue.
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Chapt+f F'iye
Conelusions and Recommendations
CMS School designed and implemented the PLP program in the 2A07

- 2008 school year.

The goal of the pro$am was to meet all students' specific learning needs. Currently it is
meeting the needs of the low-level students; with a few changes the program

will

meet the needs

of all the school's students.
The school's program development committee used research, observations, and speakers

to develop a new program for the school. The Prescribed Learning Period has the ability to teach

all students for one period at their level. Currently, it is the opinion of the teachers and students,
that this prosam does meet the needs of students who would profit from remedial work and

review. Three different strategies of implementation have been used throughout the school.
Teacher teams use a cycle of classes, classes taught to student's abilities, or a semester of math or
language arts. The varying methods of implementation have caused some confusion among
teachers, students and parents. Greater consistency would allow for abetter understanding of the

program throughout the school,
There is also a concern that all students are not being met at their level. Students and
teachers commented on the improved teaching for those students who needed academic help to
be at grade

level. The two groups also commented on the lack of challenging activities for those

students who needed to be chajlenged academically.

The teaching staff at CMS School commented that the school environment was improved
because of their ability to know more students. The students acknowledged that the teachers who
created a fun environment, also created an environment where they could
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leam. The PLP course

allowed the teaching staff to learn what the students needed both socially and academically

which allowed the students to feel

as

if their

needs were met.

The PLP program allows the school to coordinate with the government RTI program.
The coupling of the two programs ensures that students who do and do not have IEPs have their

specific learning needs met. The school staffbelieves that this merms that students who would
have failed in the past are now passing classes based on the PLP program. The coupling of these
programs provides a format where the special education teachers can provide assistance to the
general education teachers in helping those students who are challenged in school. In turn,
students' needs are met before they fail.

School Protocol for PLP
When the teachers at CMS School looked at the information about PLP they had many

questions. These questions were answered during a workshop given before the school year
began. The first twenty lessons were given to each grade level team so that they had something
to teach while they organized students and developed lessons. The teams of teachers then
organized how they were going to teach the PLP period. The issue that became apparent is that
every team of teachers understood differently what PLP was, As one teacher put it:

At the staff development meeting we discussed PLP. It was obvious that every
group of teachers did it differently. No two groups matched. No wonder the
parents don't know what it is, the teachers don't seern to know what it is supposed

to be.
This showed that the class was developed differently throughout the school. Teachers
needed to use a consistent formula for addressing what should be taught to students during the
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PLP period. The school administration needed to establish a protocol for how it should be done
and should monitor whether the protocol was effectively being followed throughout the building.

The administration could do this through observations of team data meetings and PLP classes,
the use of lesson plans, and asking questions during team leader meetings. This would ensure
that the school as a whole was following one protocol, which would help to improve the
sfudents' and parents' understanding of the program.

Team Data Time Recommendations
One teacher explained that

o'more

guidance for data time would increase effectiveness."

Another teacher noted that it 'owas essential for being able to see where kids were and where they
could go. It was consulted many times" but "more subcategories would be nice." This relates to
the fact that teachers were using MAP and MCA scores as their primary criteria for dividing
classes. As a teacher put it:

ln the first month we were using test results constantly

as we established PLP

groups. Once this was done, we had our lists of low readers afld low math
students established and did not need to go back to the test results unless we were

concerned about specific students' progress. Since no new test are taken until the
spring, ffi4Pr* and MCA's, there was no reason to go back and reevaluate our fall
lists.
One teacher felt like, "There was only so many times we could consult the test results." The
team data time was meant to be a period where teachers met everyday to review data on students.

A teacher claimed, "'We met daily at the beginning of the year and a few times
of the year."
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a week at the end

The teachers are in need of new data to review. I strongly recommend the use of

Cuniculum Based Measurements (CBMs) for continual data availability in the school. This data
would allow students to be assessed on

a regular basis against one

another. PLP classes could

then be divided by student needs. The CBMs would allow for the differentiation of low, middle,
and high achieving classes which would meet the needs of all the students in the school.

If the

school chooses not to use CBMs then the teachers should analyze the existing academic projects
and tests that the students do within their regular surriculum. These too can provide a

measurement that can easily divide out students, especially when students are given pre and post

test. A teacher stated that in the 2007/2008 school year:
Most test score analysis revolved around PLP students and how to place them to
best meet their needs. Once we were aware of test scores for our mini-team, w€

didn't refer back to them

as a team as often unless they were in our PLP group,

Formative testing would allow teachers with the continual data to allow both RTI and
PLP with the data that is needed for both programs. My recommendation is that teachers need to
evaluate, document, and reassess sfudent data on a regular basis throughout each month. This
cannot be left as something that is done once a year if the pro$am is to be successful. The

flexibility of grouping is what is key to the prograffi. If teachers

are not looking at the data then

they are not changing the groups. This is not the goal of the PLP program.
The MCA scores should be used at the beginning of the year, but later in the year other
data should be evaluated.

MCA scores are a quality source of exact needs that each child

The test divides out what the students flourish at or need improvement

in.

has.

The data is already

analyzed in an easy to use form that would allow teachers to divide students into their initial PLP
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groups. Students who progress should then be allowed to change groups as teachers deem
nscessary. Differentiating for every sfudent would ensure that all students are being taught at

their level. Teachers need to plan different classes for different students. As one student put it,

"it can't just be a cycle."

Tearns need to develop classes that directly relate to student needs.

Individual Lesson Recommendations
Each grade

will

have different PLP classes to teach. These classes should focus on the

speeific needs of the students. At any moment students should be able to receive remedial or
advanced math, remedial or advanced reading or classes that teach to the average students. The
classes should relate to what students are doing in their class.

It could introduce the backgrourd

information for a class that will be taught, or re-teach something that has been taught, but this
should only be done for those students who need that extra help.

All people who took the school

survey or participated in the focus groups agreed that more advanced classes need to be taught in
the future. Th.e need is not just for rneeting the needs of the advanced students though" The true
need is for the teachers to develop classes that

will

expand the learning of each sfudent. This

will

only happen when the PLP classes are routinely changed and flow with the curriculum.

Improved Communication Recommendations
The same group of parents, students, and teachers also agreed that the school did not

properly communicate what the PLP pro$am was to them. When students were asked what PLP
was they said that they really

"don't know" or that "it was boring." Many parents said similar

things. The teachers strongly believe in the progftrm, but did little to promote it to parents. By
relying on students to inform their parents about it, unclear information was spread.
On the parent survey done by the school, one parent noted, "f'm not exactly sure what
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advantages the PLP gave to the

kids. From what I understand, it was almost like an additional

class they had to take. I thought

it was suppose to help those who were struggling and enhance

those that understood the subject. The school is in need of clear goals for the PLP program."

Another parent expressed that "I would appreciate monthly or at least trimester goals sent home
of what my child is expected to learn." Their reason for this need was that "I am rever quite sure
what he's doing in class- I know he reads books for the slass. Is PLP an enhancement

of

Language Arts? Please send more information home for this class. Does each student have a

different plan for the trimester? How are they assessed for this? Who determines this?" The
parent's response to the school survey expresses the parent's confusion and raises questions that
the school needs to answer.

A patented response to parents about what it is should be on the school website, on
bulletin boards, sent home to parents, and be re-explained to the students. The patented response
needs to be short, clear, and consistent. As suggested by a parent,

it should include "specific

information about what a child is learning or participating in during PLP relative to their
academic goals and or development needs." The goals of each specific PLP cowse also need to
be sent home to the parents. Doing this

will

encourage parents to support the school in the

program. The parents have expressed their frustration with the lack of information about the new
program. They have asked for a clearer deflnition and for updates. The school now needs to
provide this.

It will

be the responsibility of each team to update parents. They

will

need to update the

school web page or send a mailing horne. It is essential that parents know and understand what

their students are doing in the PLP courses. The school administration will have to monitor this
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process to ensure that

it is being followed throughout

the year. This can be done by having the

updated goals handed in once a rnonth or by having the team leader present them at the weekly
team leader meetings. If they were shared at the team leader meetings, the other grades could
receive information on what the various grade levels were doing throughout the school. This

would not only ensure that the parents were informed, but also ensure that each team was aw&re
of what was happening throughout the school. This knowledge could leadto improved
prograrnming due to ideas created throughout the school. The purpose of irnproving

communication throughout the school conrmunity \Mill improve the program through improved
parent support, improved student participation, and through teacher and team modeling.

Scheduling Recommendatio ns
The final program change has to do with student and teacher scheduling. In the future,
the school administration will need to hand out a roster to the teachers and then allow students to

switch classes only at a trimester switch. Teams of teachers will then have to use the roster to
split the students into ability groups. This roster will be the responsibility of the teachers to keep
up-to-date as it flexibly changes throughout the trimester. An up-to-date list should be given to
the administration to ensure that each team of teachers is making the needed changes as the year
progresses.

The fifth grade schedule will also have to be changed in order for the grade to participate

in the program. This grade will need at least three classes to have PLP at the same time. This

will allow the classes to then split into ability groups. Volunteers or additional teachers will
needed to make smaller groups. The ability groups

will focus

on reading and language arts

development, as this is what the standardized testing data dictates is needed by the grade.
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be

The teachers' cofirments demonstrated the need for additional communication to parents and
students to promote the progfirm to these parties. I suggest that a definition of the program
should appeffi on the school web page, be highlighted at the school open-house on a bulletin
board, and be explained or re-explained to parents at the open house. This must be followed up

by continual updates of the program's goals. Parents and students should be made aware of the
goals of each PLP course. This should be sent home or listed on the school website.

I recommend that the school administration must ensure that the school to home
communication improves so that the students clearly understand what the PLP program is- It will
also need to monitor the teachers' use of lesson plans and data analysis. Teachers must know
that they will be held accountable for maintaining flexible-ability $oups throughout the year,
The teachers must also know what is being done in other grade levels. This
is greater continuity with the program throughout the grades. It

from one another. ln

a program

will

will

ensure that there

also allow teachers to learn

which no other schools are participating, it is important to learn

from what the other teachers in the school are doing. This can only be done through open
communication throughout the school.

Summary
Improvements are needed to the PLP program so that it continues to benefit students in
the future. CMS School has put forth great efforts to design and implement a program that not

only met the needs of the school, but also met the need of the govemment program, RTI.
Comments made by the teachers demonstrated their strong belief in the success of the prograrn
shown through student achievements and attitudes. Many of sfudents commented on the need for
changes, but also noted that their PLP classes did help them with specific skills such as poetry
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and geometry. The school now needs to adapt to the necessary changes that must be made. The

main improvements needed are reaching advanced students, teacher planning, scheduling and

communication. By altering these four details, the outlook of the program is positive,
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Chapter Six
Personal Reflection

Writing this paper allowed me to do research on a program that I had extremely strong
feelings for. I was a member of the program design team and program evaluation team. This
meant that I had spent months developing the program with my colleagues at CMS School as

well as evaluating it.
I will admit that I believed this to be a quality program before I started the research. I
worked extremely hard at developing focus group questions that would allow people to share
their true opinions so that my own biased opinion did not cloud the actual results. Writing the
questions, discussing them with people from my school and other schools, and revising them

allowed me to formulate quality questions that did not show my own bias.
As I started to do the focus group$, I found that many of the members of the program
development cornmittee had the same bias I had. This was supported by the opinions of people

who were not on the commiuee. As a whole, the school staff was very positive and admitted
where they had made mistskes.
The students also admitted that they liked the program. I would not have known this had

I not held focus groups with them. Their opinions on the school survey were not positive. When

I asked them their opinions

as part

of the focus groups, they first complained about the program.

As the discussion continued they struggled to admit what they liked about

it.

I was surprised by

the evidence that they gave for what has been done and for what needed to be changed. It
showed me the importance of asking the student how they feel about programming that affects
them.
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As a whole, this process allowed me to follow a program from development through
researched evidence. I

will continue to work within the school to improve the program,

as

I do

believe that it has positive effects on students' achievement and on the school environment. This
paper

will work as a starting place for some of the changes that will eventually

throughout CMS School.
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happen
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Appendix I
Focus Group Questions
Teacher Survey
l. Describe what you think the PLP class is.
2. What are the benefits that you see to the PLP period?
3. What specific skills have students gained in your PLP course that they can use in other
classes?

4.
5.
6,

What improvements can be made to the PLP program?
How can these improvements be made?
What skill do you think should be taught during PLP and why?

Student Survey
l. How was PLP explained to you?
2. What were you told that it is?If no one told you about it, what do you think it is?
3. What skills have you gained during the PLP period that you have used in other classes?
4. What activities have you done that have helped you?
5. What activities would help you that you are not doing?
6. What does the PLP teacher do that helps you to learn skills for other classes?
7. What do you wish the PLP teacher would do to help you learn skills for other classes?
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Appendix 2
School Sponsored Survey Questions for Students
Students v/ers offered the option of rating an#or commenting on appropriate questions.

1. I am currently a student

in the following grade:

2. My experience with PLP class this year:
3. [n general, I am understanding math better this year than I have in the past.
4. I am satisfied with the length of my eore classes each day (75 minutes):
5. PLP class(es) were a good addition to my education.
6. Changes I would recommend for PLPs would be the following:
7 . The number of class periods per day seems about right.
8. The amount of homework assigned his year seems about right.
9. My teachers seem to want me to succeed in my classes.
10. Cat's Council (new this year) has been a good addition to my school experience.
I 1. How often should Cat's Council meet?
12. The'oHouse" were most of my classes are located is a comfortable place for me.

School Sponsored Survey Questions for Parents
Parents were offered the option of rating snd/or cornmenting on appropriate questions.

l. I am a user of the "Parent Portal" of the lnfinite Campus Program.
2. I have used the "Parent Portal" with the following frequency:
3. I arn aware of the change inprogram/schedule that has occurred at CWS between the 0607 and the 07-08 school years.
4. My impressions of the newprogram elements listed beloware the following: PLP, Fewer
class periods per day, Longer core classes, Science and Social Studeies taught on a semester
basis in grades 6-8, lncreased daily instructional time in math, the expansion of the advanced
math classes.
5. I felt like I was informed about the PLP Program and its academic goals as related to my
student.
6. Changes I would reconunend for the PLP classes are the following:
7. I would rate my (only or oldest) child's learning during the 07-08 school year in the
classes below as marked: Language Arts, Math, Science, Social Studies
8. I would rate my (only or oldest) child's learning during the 07-08 school year in the
classes below as marked: Art, Industrial Technology, Computer Science, Family and
Consumer Science, Dram4 Foreign Language
9. I would rate my (only or oldest) child's learning during the 07-08 school year in the
following classes as marked below: Choir, Band, 5tr grade classroom music, 6'h grade
classroom music
10. I would rate my (only or oldest) child's learning during the 07-08 school year inthe
following classes as marked below: Health, Physical Education
11. Some of my (only or oldest) child's academic progress this year can be attributed to
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his/her participation in the PLP progftIm.
12. During this school year (07-0S) I am a parent.guardian of the flowing number of CWS
sfudents:
13. -18. Same as questions 8-1 1 but for a second child attending the school.
19. - 23. Same as questions 8-11 but for a third child attending the school.
24. As a parent, I would express the following feelings about CWS:
25.lwould rate the following areas of the school based on my experience as indicated below:
Administration, Central Offi ce, Teachers
26.lwould rate the following areas of the school based on myexperience as indicated below:
Management AssistantsiAides, Custodians, Lunch Program Personnel
27. CMS needs to pay closer attention to the following in its educational program.
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